Neuropeptide Y, stressful life events and personality trait conscientiousness: Preliminary associations from a Swedish longitudinal study.
The heritability of the Five-Factor Model (FFM) of human personality is high, but few genes have been identified to underlie FFM traits. Neuropeptide Y (NPY) is a pleiotropic gene implicated in stress resilience that contains two well-studied functional SNPs: (1) rs16147, which lies in the NPY promoter and affects expression levels, and (2) rs16139, which lies in the coding sequence of NPY's precursor peptide, pre-pro NPY, and affects precursor processing. In the present study we examined whether these two polymorphisms are associated with FFM traits, using a Swedish cohort (rs16147, N = 2113; and rs16139, N = 1971), and found a significant association with rs16139. Specifically, the minor G-allele of the SNP, which encodes proline instead of leucine and leads to higher processing of pre-pro NPY into mature NPY, was associated with higher levels of conscientiousness. Next, we looked at exposure to life adversities, both in childhood and adulthood, and found that stressful life events were significantly associated with reduced levels of conscientiousness. These data provide insights into the neurobiology of human personality. However, given the difficulty in replicating genetic and environmental associations with behaviorally complex traits, these findings should be considered preliminary and warrant replication in additional cohorts.